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INTRODUCTION
The 2018 Illinois Statewide Spring Bird Count 
marked the 47th Spring Bird Count.  We thank 
the 1,134+ volunteers (96 counties) that partic-
ipated in the 2018 count.  Many counties this 
year had high species counts.  Weather was 
favorable and birds were plentiful.  We had many 
compilers that reported being excited about the 
abundance and number of species.  
2018 COUNT HIGHLIGHTS
A grand total of 443,319 birds of 276 species 
were recorded during the 2018 SBC. Some high-
lights from 2018 are listed below: 
 ▷ New species to the count: Brown Pelican 
(Pike), Whooping Crane (Sangamon), 
White-winged Dove (Cook), and Pine 
Grosbeak (JoDaviess).
 ▷ A large number of warblers (42,592) were 
detected this year.  (18,273 in 2017 and 
28,730 in 2016).  
 ▷ A record number of Yellow Warbler were 
detected (3,653). 
 ▷ American White Pelican (6,626) and Bald 
Eagle (560) populations continue to grow 
as a record number of birds were counted 
this year.  
 ▷ A very large number of Swainson’s Thrush 
were detected this year (3,201).  The 
previous record of 1,897 was from 1999.
 ▷ Mason County detected 60 Smith’s 
Longspur.
 ▷ The Summer Tanager range continues 
to grow with a record number of county 
detections (75).
Swainson’s Thrush Photo by P.A. Dickerson. Smith’s Longspur Photo by K. Lund.
Greater White-fronted Goose  Photo by Stuart Tower.
Northern Parula Photo by Ryan Askren.
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What is the Illinois Spring Bird Count
Spring Bird Count (SBC) is a yearly bird count 
that consists of volunteers conducting bird 
censuses on the Saturday that falls between May 
4th and May 10th. The censuses are conducted 
in all 102 counties in Illinois, however in any 
given year a few counties are not censused. Each 
county has a compiler responsible for recruiting 
volunteers and assigning individuals, or parties, 
areas to count within their county.  This is 
especially important to avoid double coverage 
of an area.  Compilers also tabulate all data 
collected within their county and send it to the 
state compiler.  Volunteers record all birds seen 
or heard, along with the number of hours they 
spend “owling” (pre-dawn hours), the number 
of hours spent looking for birds during the day, 
the number of miles driven in a car, and the 
number of miles walked. 
The first SBC was organized by Vern Kleen 
and with the help of Illinois Audubon Society 
was conducted on Saturday, 6 May 1972 and 
included 650 observers in 62 counties.  Vern 
continued organizing and growing the count for 
over 30 years, before transitioning the count to 
the Illinois Natural History Survey.  There are 
now over 1,100 observers involved every year.  
Why conduct a Spring Bird Count
With over 40 years worth of SBC data we can 
use these data in a number of different ways. 
One of the most beneficial ways we use the 
data is to look at changes in species population 
trends over time.  We can also look at changes in 
species distribution, such as how fast an invasive 
species spreads within the state.  The SBC data 
can also be used to show range shifts in species. 
Also, given the timing of the count we are often 
able to document rare or vagrant species in Illi-
nois.  Finally, these data can be used, and have 
been used, by others to help make conservation 
management decisions.  In the following report 
we detail some of the ways we use SBC data as 
well as compiler information and findings from 
this year’s count.  
Magnolia Warbler Photo by Ryan Askren.
Virginia Rail Photo by P.A. Dickerson.
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INTERESTING FINDINGS
As previously mentioned, SBC can provide data 
on both the abundance and distribution of birds 
over time. In Figure 1 we see that Red-shoul-
dered Hawks appear to have increased in 
distribution across Illinois. Between 1975 and 
1996 the primary areas where Red-shouldered 
Hawks were found was in southwest Illinois and 
scattered throughout northern Illinois. From 
1997 to 2018 we see that they have become 
more common throughout southern Illinois 
and are  now distributed throughout much of 
Illinois. The same trend is generally true for 
Yellow-throated Warblers, prior to 1975 the 
core area was in far southern Illinois and a few 
other isolated areas (Figure 2). Since 1976 we 
see that the species appears to be becoming 
more common along the Mississippi River and 
is generally distributed throughout Illinois. 
Figure 1. Red-shouldered Hawk distribution shift using 45 years of Spring Bird Count data.
Yellow-throated Warbler Photo by Ryan Askren.
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Figure 2. Yellow-throated Warbler distribution shift using 45 years of Spring Bird Count data.
Wandering Warblers
It is very interesting to speculate on what factors 
are contributing to the differences in the number 
of warblers detected each year (Figure 3).  The 
most obvious being that the Spring Bird Count 
changes dates each year, and each spring (and 
each day) is different. While there are many 
other factors that may affect the abundance of 
warblers is does appear that 2018 was unique 
in terms of the sheer number of warblers. One 
species that was driving the abundance was the 
3000+ Palm Warblers detected in Cook County. 
The Spring Bird Count data can provide an 
index of long-term population trends for many 
species. 
In the case of Palm Warbler, the primary means 
to tracking populations, the Breeding Bird 
Survey, is at a disadvantage. The BBS, one of the 
largest avian monitoring programs in the world, 
monitoring over 3,000 routes for breeding birds 
in Canada, the United States, and Mexico can 
only conduct surveys where there are roads 
(i.e., the edge of the BBS survey area in Figure 
4). The majority of the Palm Warbler popula-
tion likely breeds north of where the BBS can 
survey. Given this, the areas in which the BBS 
can monitor suggests Palm Warbler populations 
have been stable over the last 50 years though 
there is a large amount of uncertainty associated 
with their estimate. It will be interesting to see 
how the numbers of Palm Warblers passing 
through Illinois changes and as more data are 
collected we can begin to understand the factors 
that may contribute to the large variation in 
birds detected during the Spring Bird Count.
Palm Warbler Photo by J.M. Mui.
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Figure 4. Breeding Bird Survey map of population trend of Palm Warbler. Pardieck, K.L., D.J. Ziolkowski Jr., M. Lutmerding 
and M.-A.R. Hudson. 2018. North American Breeding Bird Survey Dataset 1966 - 2017, version 2017.0. U.S. Geological Survey, 
Patuxent Wildlife Research Center. https://doi.org/10.5066/F76972V8.
Figure 3. Total number of Palm Warblers, adjusted for effort, statewide over 45 years of Spring Bird Count.
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Common Species
One of the more interesting data sets is how 
common species are through time.  Though 
this can be difficult to interpret due to differ-
ential effort though years, one approach is to 
simply rank how common a species is in a given 
year and compare that rank to previous years. 
Red-winged Blackbird and American Robin 
continue to retain the top two spots and at least 
half of the other species on this list have not seen 
any significant changes in their ranks (Table 1). 
Palm Warblers also had a particularly good year 
in 2018.
Volunteer Distribution
You can definitely tell where the larger popula-
tions of people are in the state when looking at 
Figure 5.  For many Illinois county compilers it 
can often be quite challenging to find volunteers, 
and often we may see a compiler censusing a 
county all on their own.  There are always hidden 
hotspots to be found in counties and exploring 
new terrain is always educational.  We definitely 
encourage volunteers to try counting in a new 
county on occasion especially if they would like 
to have more ground to cover. County compliers 
are always eager to gain new participants and 
they can help both provide areas that need to 
be censused and to team new surveyors with 
experienced participants.
Compiler Recordings
Given the SBC dates back to 1972 there are some 
compilers and volunteers that have been part of 
the count for a very long time (we are not saying 
you are old, just experienced).  We have also 
seen the passing of some very dedicated and 
wonderful compilers and volunteers in that time 
(Marilyn Campbell a compiler since the count 
began before her passing in 2017, Ray Boehmer 
committed over 25 years before his recent 
passing just prior to the 2018 count, and Craig 
Stettner long time educator and birder before 
his recent passing in late 2018).  This count 
builds great friendships over time and inspires 
many to take a more hands on approach to bird 
and habitat conservation.  From a coordinator 
and ecologist perspective we are very thankful 
to have the support of such a large number of 
volunteers.  Table 2 lays out all of the effort that 
goes into the Spring Bird Count and recognizes 
those that compile county wide census data.  
Table 1.The relative rank of species in terms of abundance (top 20 in 
2018) in a given year.

























































































































SBC Volunteers, Saline County State Conservation Area Photo by J.M. Mui.
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Figure 5. The number of species detected and participants (in parentheses) in Illinois Counties in 2018.  Gray counties indicate 
two count days. Hatched lines indicate no data received. 
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2018 Species Accounts and Records
To date the running species total for the SBC 
is 356 species.  With range shifts and abnormal 
weather patterns this number will most likely 
continue to increase.  This table gives accounts 
of all of the species detected during the SBC 
this year.   There were a number of old records 
that were either tied or broken this year.  The 
Eurasian Tree Sparrow continues to shift into 
new counties and broke the previous record for 
total # of counties as well as the record for total # 
of individuals.   Both Bald Eagle and American 
White Pelican were relatively rare species in the 
1970s and 80s but they are now being found in 
record numbers.
CONCLUSION
Now we wait to see what the 2019 SBC (May 
4th) has in store.  As always, we have a few 
counties that need compilers for the upcoming 
count.  If you are interested in taking on some 
new terrain please let us know.  There are always 
unique hotspots waiting to be found!  For 2019 
we are currently looking for compilers for the 
following counties:  DeWitt, Grundy, Hamilton, 
Hancock, Jasper, Jefferson, and McDonough. 
For county compiler updates and information 
please visit the SBC website at http://wwx.inhs.
illinois.edu/index.php?cID=2647. Also, if you 
are interested in looking at population trends 
of individual species, or downloading the SBC 
data for your own person use, an updated link 
on the SBC website where you can access the 
data will soon be available.  
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Pectoral Sandpiper Photo M.P. Ward.
White-faced Ibis Photo Stuart Tower
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Table 3. Species accounts for the 2018 Spring Bird Count. * New Spring Bird Count High Total; # Ties Previous Spring Bird Count High Total; New species 
to Count in Bold and Underlined; Species Reported from a Single County in Bold Face












































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































American Tree Sparrow 
Chipping Sparrow
Clay-colored Sparrow
Field Sparrow
Lark Sparrow
Fox Sparrow
Dark-eyed Junco
White-crowned Sparrow
Harris’s Sparrow
White-throated Sparrow
Vesper Sparrow
Savannah Sparrow
Song Sparrow
Lincoln’s Sparrow
Swamp Sparrow
Eastern Towhee
Yellow-breasted Chat
Summer Tanager
Scarlet Tanager
Western Tanager
Northern Cardinal
Rose-breasted Grosbeak
Blue Grosbeak
Indigo Bunting
Dickcissel
Yellow-headed Blackbird
Bobolink
Western Meadowlark
Eastern Meadowlark
Orchard Oriole
Baltimore Oriole
Red-winged Blackbird
Brown-headed Cowbird
Rusty Blackbird
Brewer’s Blackbird
Common Grackle
Great-tailed Grackle
House Finch
Purple Finch
Pine Siskin
American Goldfinch
House Sparrow
Eurasian Tree Sparrow
3 
1
5 
96
21*
92
46
3
13
89
3
87
48
84
91
55
70
92
72
75*
80
1#
96
94
63*
95
86
6
68
20
94
85
94
96
96
2
5
96
2*
87
16
30
96
95
36*
6 
1
14
5324
85
2985
233
3
32
3305
4
5569
349
1839*
5547
313
2423
2573*
520
576
491
1#
10087
3883
280
5453
2833
22
1405
95
2691
585
3082
47617
10043
5
57
13740
6*
1768
62
191
9280
8795
678*
Cook (3) 
Cook (1)
Carroll (8) 
Winnebago (290)
Cook (24)
DuPage (194)
Mercer (37)
3 Counties (1)
Cook (8)
Cook (889)
Carroll (2)
Cook (1430)
Mercer (41)
Alexander (154)
DuPage (654)
Cook (85)
Cook (795)
Jackson (38)
Union (47)
Williamson (39)
Hardin (25)
Cook (1)#
DuPage (591)
DuPage (170)
Alexander (22)
Alexander (484)
Alexander (230)
McHenry (10)
Madison (140)
Mercer (26)
JoDaviess (199)
DuPage (32)
Cook (187)
Cook (3688)
Cook (820)
Kankakee (4)
Lake (22)
DeKalb (999)
Johnson (5)*
DuPage (99)
Pike (11)
Saline (21)
Cook (697)
Cook (801)
Mercer (183)
